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Abstract 
The purpose of this action research project was to determine if East Union should use nonsense 
words or decodable words when testing students’ fluency and decoding skills.  The parents of 
seventeen out of twenty students in a kindergarten classroom permitted the researcher to assess 
their child weekly.  The students were tested over ten weeks and at the end of the school year.  
The data was collected with quantitative testing using the Formative Assessment System for 
Teachers (FAST) progress monitoring materials.  The researcher collected qualitative data 
through anecdotal notes.  Students were tested one week using nonsense words and the next 
week using decodable words.  The researcher continued rotating between the two assessments.  
The 2018 - 2019 FAST scores of these seventeen students were also reviewed.  The outcomes of 
the action research project will be used to recommend continuing use of nonsense words during 
FAST assessments or to switch to decodable words.  It is presumed that the reader of this paper 
is either a knowledgeable early elementary educator, or a person that is knowledgeable about 
current early elementary reading theories and materials. 
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The Use of Nonsense Words in the Early Elementary 
Early elementary teachers strive to lay the foundation for students to become confident 
and fluent readers.  Teachers help students progress from learning to read to reading to learn.  
The students progress from learning the alphabetic principle, to phonics, phonological recoding, 
then word recognition, comprehension, fluency, and finally, a love for reading.  The alphabetic 
principle refers to the students’ ability to make the connection between the letter and the sound 
that matches the letter.  Phonics is knowing that there is a systematic relationship between letters 
and sounds.  Phonological recoding is the students’ ability to see the letters, know the sounds, 
and blend the sounds to form a word (Fien, Park, Baker, Smith, Stoolmiller, & Kame’enui, 
2010).  Word recognition is a student’s ability to identify and read a word automatically and 
effortlessly.  Students that have comprehension skills can understand and interpret literature.  
Fluency is the ability to read quickly and accurately.  When students are confident and fluent 
readers, they no longer have to struggle to identify words and are free to pay closer attention to 
word meanings, comprehension, and to enjoy the reading process (Chard & Osborn, n.d.).   
There are several philosophies about the most effective way to teach phonological 
recoding.  For this literature review, the focus will be on the use of nonsense words and the use 
of consonant-vowel-consonant words (CVC).  Nonsense words can be used to teach and assess 
fluency, phonemic awareness, and decoding, and nonsense words can also be used to identify at-
risk readers.  This literature review will look at two different research-based assessments that are 
widely used to assess Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF):  Formative Assessment System for 
Teachers (FAST) and Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS).  There are 
also two research-based teaching methods that will be reviewed that use nonsense words.  The 
two methods are The Barton Reading and Spelling System and Orton-Gillingham System.  The 
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goal for teachers is to have students be confident and fluent readers, but that is not an easy task 
for some students.  The use of nonsense words during assessment is one strategy that is believed 
to give teachers accurate information about a student’s ability to fluently apply alphabetic 
principles and decoding strategies. 
Review of the Literature 
Benefits of Nonsense Words 
There are many benefits to the use of nonsense words in early elementary.  Nonsense 
words provide the teacher with a method to assess students’ ability to show mastery of phonics 
instruction that students have been receiving (Reading Horizon, n.d.).  Students need to rely on 
their decoding skills and not on their stored memory when reading nonsense words.  Nonsense 
words allow for more sounds and sound combinations than real words.  Students will become 
more successful when they learn to blend more letter combinations.  Early elementary readers 
that learn to decode with confidence will develop a greater enjoyment for reading because they 
can decode unknown words that they may encounter.  Children who struggle with decoding 
become discouraged and begin to dislike reading (Cardenas, 2009).   
Research has shown that using nonsense words as an assessment can provide unique and 
essential information about students’ reading strengths and weaknesses (Laugle, 2009).  
“Extensive research supports teaching and assessing the alphabetic principle.  For example, the 
National Reading Panel (2000) reached an unequivocal conclusion that systematic phonics 
instruction should play a major role in teaching children to read” (Fien, Park, Baker, Smith, 
Stoolmiller, & Kame’enui, 2010, p. 632).  “A pseudo word (nonsense word) measure is arguably 
a direct measure of a student’s alphabetic understanding and phonological recoding ability. 
There is a long tradition of using pseudo word measures such as the Woodcock Reading Mastery 
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Test-Revised Word Attack subtest (WRMT-R; Woodcock, 1987) to gauge a student’s ability to 
decode new words accurately. The Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF) measure is another pseudo 
word reading measure and is administered as part of the DIBELS” (Fien et al., 2010, p. 632). 
Fluency.  Fluency is the ability to read quickly, accurately, and with proper expression 
(Laugle, 2009).  Until students’ reach fluency, their reading will be slow and laborious.  A 
consequence of slow and laborious reading is exposure to fewer texts.  Students who spend a lot 
of time decoding have less attentional resources to use for comprehending the text.  These factors 
all lead to keeping students from experiencing rewarding reading experiences (Laugle, 2009).  
The use of nonsense words can be used to measure fluency.  DIBELS and FAST assessments 
both use a Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF) test to measure students’ fluency rate or ability. 
NWF measurement typically occurs beginning in the winter of kindergarten through the 
fall of second grade (Good & Kaminski).  NWF is designed to screen students for 
possible decoding problems and to monitor their acquisition of decoding skills.  Measures 
such as NWF specifically identify how well students can apply their understanding of the 
alphabetic principle in learning to read words quickly and effortlessly.  Because the 
measure is timed and results in a rate score, it also provides an indirect measure of 
students’ automaticity for decoding novel words. Moreover, because automaticity 
represents both accuracy and speed, the NWF measure is tapping a slightly different skill 
than accuracy-only measures of pseudo word reading (e.g., WRMT-R—Word Attack 
subtest). (Fien et al. 2010, p. 633) 
 Phonemic Awareness.  Nonsense words will test students’ understanding of phonemic 
awareness.  Phonemic awareness is the ability to work with individual sound within a word.  
“Isolated knowledge of letter sounds will not guarantee literacy success, it enables students to 
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acquire word reading skills, especially the ability to phonologically decode words” (Ritchey, 
2008).  Students need to use phonemic awareness and decoding strategies on nonsense words 
because these words are not familiar (Laugle, 2009).  Students cannot use other strategies to read 
nonsense words.  Alternative strategies that a student might use are recalling a word from 
memory or guessing what a word might be.  These two strategies prevent students from 
developing and practicing phonemic awareness and decoding skills.  Students who use the 
strategies of recall or guessing may hide the fact that they are struggling with phonemic 
awareness or decoding (Cardenas, 2009).   
Van Alst (2013) states that teachers do not need to practice nonsense words, but they do 
need to work on skills that promote quick and accurate decoding of unknown words.  Teachers 
need to do more than give the Nonsense Word Fluency (NWF) assessment.  There is value in 
taking the time to analyze the test results as a means of formative assessment.  Taking a close 
look at students’ errors will help the teacher plan intervention activities for the student.  Van Alst 
(2013) further states that most of the phonics instruction should include real words and real 
words within context.  Furthermore, using some nonsense words and real words while teaching 
can be a helpful formative assessment of students during instruction.  
 The use of real words during instruction is beneficial to students.  The benefit is the 
positive reinforcement students get from blending sounds into words that have a connection and 
meaning (Laugle, 2009).  Reading real words supports students in seeing the value of decoding.  
As a teacher, there is no greater joy than watching a student have that “Ah-hah” moment.  An 
example of this would be the first time a student reads the word “cat” and realizes that the mental 
image of a cat and c-a-t are the same.  A teacher cannot help students make that word to image 
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connection by only teaching nonsense words.  Students need to make connections so that reading 
has purpose and meaning. 
 Nonsense words do not allow students to recognize familiar words or draw from their 
sight word knowledge.  There is a difference in the way that students approach reading real 
words and reading nonsense words (Laugle, 2009).  When students approach a real word reading 
task, they may already have that word in their sight word memory.  Students may use other 
strategies that do not require them to decode the word.  Decoding may be what students are 
doing when reading real words; however, reading real words does not directly measure students’ 
ability to decode (Laugle, 2009).  In conclusion, the practice of teaching and assessing nonsense 
words and real words both have a place in the classroom to help students develop into active and 
confident readers. 
 Unknown Words.  Boschen (n.d.) states that students will encounter unknown words 
throughout their reading lives.  Therefore, it is so crucial for students to be comfortable and 
confident in their decoding and blending ability.  The ability to be a fluent reader requires 
reading unfamiliar words that may or may not have meaning to the reader.  Unfamiliar words are 
not part of the reader’s vocabulary.  Young and old alike will encounter words within their 
reading that are not in their vocabulary.  Students that struggle decoding unfamiliar words may 
get discouraged.  A discouraged reader may give up and decide that reading is too hard. 
Students will eventually encounter multi-syllable words.  Teachers will encourage 
students to break words up into syllables.  Students blend the syllables putting the parts together 
to form multi-syllable words.  The smaller word parts are often nonsense words.  For example, a 
student might try to read the word multiplication.  The student would first break the word into 
syllables: mul-ti-pli-ca-tion.  He or she can then decode the parts and put the parts together to 
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read the word multiplication (Reading Horizons, n.d.).  Young readers must have the confidence 
to blend nonsense syllables into new words and then attach meaning and understanding to those 
words.  Therefore, decoding is a necessary and vital strategy for readers of all ages to have. 
Other Reading Strategies.  Cardenas (2009) gives examples of other strategies that a 
student might use when they encounter an unfamiliar word within a text.  The student may draw 
from their sight word knowledge.  Sight words are words that can be read automatically without 
needing to decode the word.  Students may also see an unfamiliar word and relate the word to a 
familiar word.  An example would be the word “cot.”  The student may know the word “hot” and 
change the “h” to a “c” and read “cot.”  This strategy is known as letter substitution.  
Another strategy a student could use is finding a picture clue to help read an unfamiliar 
word.  For example, if the student comes to the word “rabbit,” the student may not break the 
word into syllables (rab-bit).  He or she may take notice of the beginning letter “r” and scan the 
page looking for an animal that begins with the letter “r.”  Picture clues are not always a reliable 
strategy.  The page could have a rabbit and a raccoon on the same page.  The student still does 
not know for sure how to read the word.  Picture clues are also only a useful strategy in lower 
elementary.  Once students begin to read chapter books, the picture clue strategy can no longer 
be applied. 
Lastly, the student may use context clues to decide what the word is.  The student will 
think about what he or she has read so far.  He or she decides what word would make sense in 
the sentence.  The reader may even look at the beginning sound of the word to help them fill in 
the missing word.  Once again, context clues are not always a reliable strategy.  The word in the 
sentence may not be in a student’s vocabulary.  Students may be able to understand what the 
word means by the content of the story or sentence but still not be able to pronounce the word.  
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Therefore, the student may skip over the word and miss the opportunity to add a new word to 
their vocabulary.  The student’s vocabulary does not increase because of the lack of confidence 
to decode the unfamiliar word. 
These are all great strategies, but they do not require students to use decoding skills that 
will help improve reading in the future.  Sight words, word association, picture clues, and 
context clues are all relevant and valuable skills.  The problem with the above strategies is that 
students will get to the point where they cannot rely on these strategies alone.  Students that have 
the skill and confidence to decode unfamiliar words will be secure, lifelong learners and readers.  
Helping students become lifelong learners and readers is the goal of teaching.  Decoding is a 
strategy that a student will use throughout their life as they add new words to their vocabulary.   
NW assessments help schools to identify students that are at risk of future reading 
disabilities.  Schools need to identify students at risk early and provide support and intervention 
to help students develop phonological awareness skills.  Teachers need to do more than 
administer the assessments and look at the scores.  There is essential information that can be 
gained by analyzing the students’ responses.  First, a teacher can take note of the students that 
give individual sounds.  Secondly, documentation can be gathered on students that give 
individual sounds and then blend the sounds into words correctly or incorrectly.  Lastly, the 
teacher can identify the students that blend the sounds into words correctly without error 
(Richey,2008).  The NW assessment becomes a formative assessment that will direct classroom 
teaching when teachers look at students’ response patterns. 
Systems That Use Nonsense Words 
Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS).  According to the 
DIBELS website, research began in late 1980 at the University of Oregon.  DIBELS continues to 
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study and test for reliability and validity.  The assessments are intended to be short, one-minute 
evaluations.  DIBELS measures students’ acquisition of early literacy skills.  DIBELS does not 
measure all areas of phonemic awareness.  Teachers administer DIBELS at the beginning, 
middle, and end of the school year.  Students that fall below benchmark are progress monitored 
weekly until they meet benchmark two times in a row.  DIBELS assesses kindergarten students 
on Letter Naming Fluency (LNF), Phonemic Segmentation Fluency (PSF), Nonsense Word 
Fluency (NWF), and Word Reading Fluency (WRF).  DIBELS assesses first-grade students over 
the same skills as kindergarteners but adds Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) (see Appendices A and 
B for assessment examples of the nonsense word test).  
DIBELS NWF uses the most common sounds and follows the rules of phonics.  The 
nonsense words are made up of vowel-consonant (VC) or consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) 
combinations.  The test administrator gives students credit for producing the individual sounds 
one at a time or by reading the whole word.  The students have one minute to read as many 
words as they can.  Students receive a higher score if they can decode and read the prompts as 
words and not just sound by sound (https://dibels.uoregon.edu/assessment/dibels).  Kindergarten 
students do not take the NWF part of the assessment at the beginning of the year.  
Kindergarteners start the NWF assessment in the middle of the year.  First-grade students take 
the NWF assessment all three times of the year. 
 There are some drawbacks to the DIBELS assessment.  Schools will often have an 
educator who is not the child’s teacher administer the DIBELS assessment.  Goodman (2005) 
told about a student that came back to the classroom and told her teacher, “You’ll be proud of 
me, I didn’t talk to those strangers” (Goodman, 2005, “The Perfect Literacy Test,” para. 11).  
Another drawback is that there is no time for thoughtful responses.  Test administrators have a 
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stopwatch, and students are only given three seconds to come up with a response.  If the student 
misses five items in a row, the test administrator will stop the test.  DIBELS does not measure 
understanding but measures fluency only.   
 Formative Assessment System for Teachers (FAST).  According to the FAST website, 
the research began in 2005 to develop an improved educational assessment.  The research was 
done at the University of Minnesota.  The research team wanted an assessment that teachers 
could administer to collect relevant data that would improve student learning.  The tests are 
quick to administer because each assessment is timed for one minute.  FAST can be used as a 
universal screener and for progress monitoring.  FAST gives valid results that teachers can use as 
a formative assessment that helps make educational decisions.   
Kindergarten and first-grade students are tested three times during the year in the Fall, 
Winter, and Spring.  The kindergarten test covers Concepts of Print, Onset Sounds, Letter 
Names, Letter Sounds, Word Segmenting, Nonsense Words, and Sight Words.  Kindergarten 
students do not test over nonsense words until the winter test.  First-grade tests are Word 
Segmenting, Nonsense Words, Sight Words, Sentence Reading, and Curriculum-Based 
Measurement for Reading (CBMReading).  First-grade students test over nonsense words all 
three times.  Kindergarten and first-grade use the same FAST form for assessment (see Appendix 
C for assessment examples of the nonsense word test). 
Iowa has adopted FAST as a statewide assessment.  Iowa school districts now have the 
choice to use either nonsense words or decodable words when administering FAST.  The District 
Manager chooses to use nonsense words or decodable words.  The school uses the manager’s 
choice for the upcoming year.  Schools are strongly encouraged to choose Nonsense Words 
when using FAST.  FAST developers believe that nonsense words more accurately show how 
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well students know the alphabetic principle.  Nonsense words are entirely new to students and, 
therefore, they must use their decoding skills to read the words.  All the nonsense words on the 
FAST test follow the English phonics rules.  Students may have already come across decodable 
words in their reading or spelling.  Students may also already be familiar with a decodable word 
and be able to read the word without any use of decoding skills.  
 Susan Barton.  The Barton Reading and Spelling System website gives the following 
information: “Our system is a multi-sensory, direct, explicit, structured and sequential program 
designed for intense intervention” (https://bartonreading.com/the-barton-system-is/).  The 
website references fifteen independent studies that prove the effectiveness of the Barton Reading 
and Spelling System.  The studies were done in public and private schools across the nation.  The 
Barton system is designed for students that struggle with decoding words and spelling.  The 
Barton system can be used with students as young as kindergarten up to adults.  A maximum 
intervention group size of three students is allowed but not recommended because of the 
intensity of the intervention.  The system is recommended for one-on-one tutoring for the best 
results.  One-on-one tutoring will achieve the right pace for the student.   
Many of the Barton lessons use nonsense words to practice new skills or phonics rules.  
The lessons also mix real and nonsense words together.  The research that was done by Farrell, 
Osenga, and Hunter (2010) supplies the justification for the use of nonsense words during 
instruction: 
Nonsense words are used to assess word-reading skills because they are, by definition, 
unfamiliar.  To accurately decode nonsense words, readers must apply an understanding 
of phonics patterns for letters or letter clusters.  That means the reader cannot use 
meaning or visual memory to read nonsense words and reading a nonsense word 
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correctly by guessing is unlikely.  Therefore, reading nonsense words may uncover 
decoding deficits that are not evident when students read grade-level word lists or other 
real words, whether in lists or in context. (Farrell, Osenga, & Hunter, 2010, p. 1)  
Real and nonsense words are mixed together as a formative assessment to determine how well a 
student can apply the phonics rules to both types of words.  Nonsense words give students 
practice at decoding words not in their vocabulary.  Farrell, et al. (2010) restates essential points 
made earlier in this literature review.  Readers do not always know every word that they come 
across in their reading.  A reader must have the confidence and skills to decode unknown words 
that are encountered in reading.  Practicing nonsense words helps students to avoid the habit of 
trying to change all unknown words into known words.  This practice also decreases the urge to 
guess what a word might be.  Farrell, et al. (2010) goes on to say that error analysis can help the 
tutor know what misunderstanding or gap a student has in their decoding skills.  The tutor can 
then focus on that misunderstanding or gap to help students develop stronger phonics skills. 
 Orton-Gillingham.  The Academy of Orton-Gillingham (OG) Practitioners and 
Educators website shares the following information: OG was designed with students with 
dyslexia in mind.  Reading, writing, and spelling does not come easily for students with dyslexia 
or other learning disabilities.  OG does not teach pseudo words (nonsense words) just to be able 
to read nonsense words.   
An important thing to remember is, teachers are not teaching students to read pseudo 
words for the sake of reading pseudo words.  They are teaching students to read syllables 
that are part of larger words.  While the ability to read PATE, EX, and CUL has no 
meaning as individual syllables, a student who is comfortable reading each pseudo word 
will also be comfortable reading EXCULPATE.  If a nonsense word is defined as one 
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that has no meaning, and therefore no value in the process of teaching decoding, then 
why would a teacher have a student read COG if they do not know the meaning; yet, they 
will be expected to read the word INCOGNITO later on?  (Moreau, 2017, para. 4) 
OG believes that nonsense words help the teacher know that students are not just memorizing, 
but that he or she is using skill-based strategies in their reading.  Nonsense words are also used to 
diagnose dyslexia in students.  When students read nonsense words, they are building the 
confidence that they can read any word that they may encounter in their reading.  Students often 
find reading nonsense words fun.  Students that enjoy the learning to read process will hopefully 
become lifelong readers (Moreau, 2017). 
What Do Teachers Say About Nonsense Words? 
 Cardenas (2009) did research on phonics instruction using pseudo words (nonsense 
words).  Three teachers were asked to share their positive and negative views on the use of 
nonsense words in phonics instruction.  Here are some of their positive views:  Nonsense words 
will help students to sound out words they do not know.  Students will gain the decoding skills 
necessary to read successfully.  Nonsense words will give a good indication of how students’ 
decoding skills are developing.  The use of nonsense words allows students to manipulate sounds 
and read words that they might not usually hear.  Lastly, this type of practice will allow students 
to understand the process they will need in the future with new, more challenging text. 
The three teachers shared these negative views:  The nonsense word assessment, for 
example, DIBELS or FAST, will not be an accurate reflection of students’ abilities.   The 
teachers questioned the value of teaching phonetically spelled nonsense words as opposed to 
meaningful phonetically spelled words.  The teachers felt that students would not be able to read 
nonsense words based on their background knowledge. Students will be unable to use prior 
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knowledge to confirm that the word they read is correct.  Finally, there was the concern that 
students who had not yet mastered all the letters and sounds could get easily confused.   
Cardenas (2009) did another study using a kindergarten teacher who did not participate in 
the above study.  Cardenas took the Houghton Mifflin series that the teacher would be using the 
next week and changed all the real words that were in the phonics lessons into nonsense words.  
At the end of the week, the teacher felt confident that her students were using their decoding 
skills to read the nonsense words.  The teacher could also determine that the students knew their 
letter sounds and were not just recognizing familiar words.  In addition, the instructor stated the 
following:  At first, the students kept commenting that the words were not real, but the students 
adjusted to the new concept and actively participated.  The teacher concluded that to be sure of 
the benefits the strategy needed to be practiced over a more extended period.  Cardenas (2009) 
concludes:   
The results supported this notion. Students who were instructed with the pseudoword   
curriculum gained more decoding skills than their peers in the control group. These 
results suggest that children in the pseudoword group learned more decoding skills, 
which allowed them to decode phonetically spelled real words because they were not 
merely drawing upon previous knowledge of the words. In other words, the children who 
received the pseudoword phonics instruction were not able to simply recall words when 
learning phonics as they may have done when real words were used during instruction. 
(Cardenas, 2009, p. 111) 




This action research project was conducted at a rural Iowa public school.  The school has 
two sections of full-day kindergarten classes, but only one class was selected to be used.  The 
class that was used had twenty students at the beginning of the research.  A letter was sent home 
for parents to permit their child to be part of this research (see Appendix D).  One parent stated 
that their child could not participate in the study.  Two parents did not return the permission slip 
after three attempts.  Two students had Individual Educational Plans (IEPs) for reading at the 
beginning of the research.  Two other students were given IEP reading goals by the end of the 
research. Three students came into the researcher’s classroom for twenty minutes a day for 
alphabetic principle instruction with the transitional kindergarten students.  Five students had 
attended transitional kindergarten in the previous 2017 - 2018 school year.  Nine students were 
boys, and eight students were girls.  On weeks one, three, five, seven, and nine nonsense words 
were used during testing.  On weeks two, four, six, eight, and ten decodable words were used 
during testing.  During the last week of school, the students were tested one day on nonsense 
words and the next day on decodable words.  Data that was collected during the three scheduled 
school-wide FAST assessments were also reviewed. 
Data Collection 
The focus of this action research project was to determine if the school should use the 
FAST Nonsense Word or FAST Decodable Word assessment.  The research looked at student 
data to determine which test yielded a higher fluency rate.  The researcher collected qualitative 
and quantitative data during the research period.  The collection of both types of data allowed the 
researcher to collect more and varied data in order to answer the research question better.  The 
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FAST Progress Monitoring materials were used for the collection of data.  Scores were recorded 
and graphed online through the East Union FAST portal.  The website also recorded the words 
that the students missed. 
The qualitative data was collected through anecdotal notes that the researcher kept after 
assessing students.  The researcher noted trends, behaviors, errors, similarities, and general 
observations.  The FAST system also provided a printout of the words that individual students 
missed. This information was used to find and compare common errors.  A comparison between 
errors made on decodable words and nonsense words allowed the researcher to check if students 
made common errors. 
The quantitative data was collected weekly through a one-minute probe.  Individual 
students came to the researcher’s room when her own students were out of the classroom.  Each 
student read as many decodable words or nonsense words that he or she could in one minute.  
Credit was given for blending and reading each word.  Students could also receive credit if they 
correctly said each sound individually without blending the sounds into a word. 
Ethics 
This research project did not need Institutional Review Board approval (IRB).  The 
research met criterion number one: “Does the probability and magnitude of harm or discomfort 
anticipated in the research surpass that ordinarily encountered in daily life or during the 
performance of routine physical or psychological examinations or tests” (Northwestern College).  
The assessments used FAST Progress Monitoring probes.  These assessments were taken from 
the East Union FASTBridges portal.  The research followed regular and routine progress 
monitoring guidelines set forth by FASTBridges. 
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The research also met criterion number two: “These settings include schools and 
colleges” (Northwestern College).  The research was only conducted in a general education 
classroom.  The research took place during regular school hours.  Students came to the 
researcher’s room, took a one-minute test, and then returned to their classroom. The researcher 
obtained parental consent prior to starting the research. 
Finally, the research met criterion number three: “Research on the effectiveness of or the 
comparison among instructional techniques, curricula, or classroom management methods” 
(Northwestern College).  The state of Iowa requires schools to use FAST assessment and report 
students’ scores.  Since the researcher used FAST Progress Monitoring materials, this would be a 
“normal” diagnostic test.  Furthermore, Iowa allows schools to choose to use nonsense words or 
decodable words when testing.  The research will attempt to determine if there is a difference in 
the effectiveness of nonsense words and decodable words in testing. 
Reliability and Validity 
 FASTBridges website states that the Standard Error of Measurement (SEM) must be 
below .20 to satisfy FAST standards for reliability.  The lower the number for SEM, the more 
confidence that the test is reliable to show a student’s actual performance and ability.  FAST puts 
all their assessments through several steps to ensure that the tests are valid.  A test starts initial 
development in a lab at a university.  The university looks at current research and what schools 
are needing.  The assessment then goes through controlled studies.  Research papers are written 
about the controlled studies for peer review.  The assessment then goes to Lab Status, where it is 
used with many students in regular classrooms for one year.  If the assessment proves to be valid 
and reliable, FAST will endorse the assessment.  Only FAST progress monitoring materials will 
be used to collect quantitative data to ensure reliability and validity. 
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Variables 
 Variables that might have affected the test scores are that the researcher was not the 
students’ regular teacher.  Also, the testing was not administered in the students’ regular 
classroom.  Students may have been nervous, scared, or anxious because of the above factors.  
These students may have also been distracted by the new environment.  Other students could 
have been very comfortable coming into the researcher’s classroom because the researcher was 
their teacher last year.  These students could have been more distracted because they wanted to 
talk or think about what they had done in this classroom the previous year.   
 The researcher wanted to test on the same day and at the same time every week.  
Numerous factors would not allow for a consistent day or time for testing.  There were very few 
times that all students were at school on the day of testing.  Other days, the time allocated for 
testing was not long enough. Therefore, the test had to be completed later that day or the 
following day.  Sickness was another significant variable in being able to collect data weekly on 
all students on the same day and time.  Lastly, the 2018 - 2019 Iowa winter caused many snow 
days that affected the school schedule. 
Results 
Data Analysis 
Quantitative Data.  The researcher was aware of the potential bias during the data 
collection process.  The East Union elementary teaching staff took a survey, before the research 
began, to see if they would prefer to use nonsense words or decodable words during FAST 
testing.  Sixteen out of seventeen staff members responded that they would prefer to use 
decodable words.  These results caused the researcher to hope that the results would show that 
students do perform better when reading decodable words.  Therefore, the researcher did not 
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compare the scores until the end of the research.  Another potential bias could have been the 
researcher giving nonverbal prompts.  The researcher attempted to keep a kind and open facial 
expression while students were testing.  Students that looked to the researcher for confirmation 
or affirmation would get the response, “You are doing well; keep going.”  
The researcher recorded quantitative data as the number of words, nonsense or decodable, 
that a student read within a minute.  The following are a compilation of graphs showing the 
weekly research data and the data broken down into categories and demographics.  The 
categories are:  beginning research scores, ending research scores, increase or decrease in scores, 
and averages.  The demographics are boys, girls, students that attended transitional kindergarten, 
students on IEPs, and students that received interventions.  The FAST Winter NW Benchmark 
score for kindergarten is eight words per minute.  The FAST Spring NW Benchmark score for 
kindergarten is twelve words per minute.  Kindergarten does not take the NW assessment section 
of FAST in the Fall. 
Qualitative Data.  The researcher collected qualitative data through weekly anecdotal 
notes and noted any letters that students frequently missed.  Common omissions or additions of 
letter sounds were also documented.  Qualitative data was reviewed to reveal areas that the 
students needed reteaching or practice on in the area of alphabetic principles.  Students’ attitudes 
and focus during testing were also recorded.  Furthermore, the researcher noted any changes in 
instructional strategies for individual students. 
The researcher utilized both quantitative and qualitative data analysis to evaluate the data 
better.  The quantitative data gives the researcher a statistical view of how the students 
performed.  Quantitative data will also help evaluate how much better, if at all, students 
performed using nonsense or decodable words.  All quantitative data averages and percents were 
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rounded to the nearest whole number.  The researcher is looking to see if students score higher or 
show more significant growth in nonsense words or decodable words.  
Table 1 





Weeks 1 & 2 
Comparison #2 
 
Weeks 3 & 4 
Comparison #3 
 
Weeks 5 & 6 
Comparison #4 
 
Weeks 7 & 8 
Comparison #5 
 




























Test Date 1/4 1/8 1/15 1/22 1/29 2/5 2/15 2/22 2/27 3/5 5/20 5/21 
A - Boy 1 12 12 11 11 13 11 11 14 12 15 17 12 
B - Girl 1 1 4 3 7 3 N/S 6 4 6 2 7 5 
C - Girl 2 7 11 10 11 14 11 13 6 11 16 16 12 
D - Boy 2 6 11 5 18 16 19 21 18 20 15 21 19 
E - Girl 3 12 19 14 11 15 15 15 15 21 18 17 26 
F - Boy 3 1 0 0 1 0 N/S 0 0 1 1 4 5 
G - Girl 4 20 19 17 16 26 22 33 31 28 18 20 19 
H - Boy 4 6 1 5 8 8 7 4 8 13 10 7 12 
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I - Girl 5 5 6 5 9 10 13 13 17 16 12 17 16 
J - Boy 5 2 4 1 6 6 3 1 6 4 6 9 9 
K - Girl 6 14 12 18 16 14 13 14 14 14 16 15 13 
L - Boy 6 3 7 6 8 10 10 7 10 9 8 10 11 
M - Girl 7 4 6 3 7 7 10 10 13 13 11 14 12 
N - Boy 7 20 13 14 10 19 11 17 15 17 18 17 13 
O - Boy 8 2 5 1 0 2 4 8 11 10 7 4 14 
P - Boy 9 5 5 6 6 8 9 11 11 15 9 12 9 
Q - Girl 8 2 1 1 0 1 1 2 5 2 2 8 6 
 
NW within the graphs refers to nonsense words, CVC refers to consonant-vowel-consonant 
words, and N/S refers to no score being available for a student that week.  The NW columns 
represent the nonsense words, and the CVC columns represent the decodable words.  Students 
are labeled by letter and gender.  The researcher has also paired NW and CVC tests together in 
Table 1.  Test scores gathered on weeks 1 and 2, 3 and 4, 5 and 6, 7 and 8, 9 and 10, and the last 
week of school were paired together for comparison purposes. 
Table 2 
Kindergarten Students’ Data Broken into Categories 













Score at the 








 NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW NW 
A - Boy 1 12 12 17 12 5 0 13 13 17 19 
B - Girl 1 1 4 7 5 6 1 4 4 6 8 
C - Girl 2 7 11 16 12 9 1 12 11 8 12 
D - Boy 2 6 11 21 19 15 8 15 17 15 18 
E - Girl 3 12 19 17 26 5 7 16 17 20 22 
F - Boy 3 1 0 4 5 3 5 1 1 2 10 
G - Girl 4 20 19 20 19 0 0 24 21 28 28 
H - Boy 4 6 1 7 12 1 11 7 8 10 12 
I - Girl 5 5 6 17 16 12 10 11 12 12 18 
J - Boy 5 2 4 9 9 7 5 4 6 7 11 
K - Girl 6 14 12 15 13 1 1 14 14 12 16 
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L - Boy 6 3 7 10 11 7 4 8 9 13 13 
M - Girl 7 4 6 14 12 10 6 9 10 7 12 
N - Boy 7 20 13 17 13 -3 0 17 13 19 19 
O - Boy 8 2 5 4 14 2 9 5 7 13 12 
P - Boy 9 5 5 12 9 7 4 10 8 15 15 
Q - Girl 8 2 1 8 6 6 5 3 3 2 4 
Average 7 8 13 13 5 5 10 10 12 15 
 
The average beginning scores for NW and CVC words had only a difference of one.   Looking at 
individual beginning scores does not reveal a conclusive pattern of students scoring better on one 
or the other tests.  The average ending scores were the same for NW and CVC.  The individual 
ending scores do not reveal a conclusive pattern.  The average increase for both NW and CVC 
words were five points.   The average score for the research period for each student only showed 
a zero to four-point difference between NW and CVC words. 
 
Table 3   
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A Difference of 0 or 1 
11 7 14  32 31% 
A Difference of 2 or 3 
20 19   39 38% 
A Difference of 4 or 5 
10 12   22 22% 
All Others (6-13) 
3 4  2 9 9% 
Total 
44 42 14 2 102 100% 
 
Table 3 looks at each comparison score and determines if there was a difference between NW 
and CVC words.  The researcher then noted the difference.  The range from a 0 or 1 point 
difference represents 31% of the students.  A 2 or 3 point difference represents 38% of the 
students, and a 4 or 5 point difference represents 22% of the students that participated in the 
research.  The researcher grouped all other scores, and these scores represents 9% of the 
experimental group.  The NW and CVC columns represent the times that those tests showed a 
higher score on the assessment.  In the researcher’s opinion, the data in Table 3 is not conclusive 
enough to determine whether the NW or CVC assessment yields a better student score.  The 
researcher did not feel that the information could be used to answer the research question 
adequately.   
Table 4 
 
Test That Students Performed Better On 
 
 Number of Times NW and 
CVC Words Scored Better 
in Comparison Results  
Percentage of Times NW and 
CVC Words Scored Better in 
Comparison Results 
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No Difference 14 14% 
No Score   2   2% 
Total Scores 102 100% 
 
Table 4 represents a summary of Table 1 indicating which assessment students performed better 
on.  Once again, this table shows that there is not conclusive evidence that there is a difference in 
the students’ performance when tested over NW or CVC words. 
Table 5 
Students That Showed Greater Increase of Scores at the End of Research 
 
 Number of Students That 
Show a Greater Increase 
Percent of Students That 
Showed a Greater Increase 
Nonsense Word Increase 10 Students 59% 
Consonant-Vowel-Consonant Increase  4 Students 23% 
No Change  2 Students 12% 
Decrease   1 Student   6%       
 
Table 5 shows that a more significant number of students’ scores increased more on NW.  
Student N, from Table 2, had a NW score that decreased.  Student N had a beginning NW score 
of 20 and an ending score of 17.  The average beginning score was 7, and the average ending 
NW score was 13.   Student N still had one of the highest beginning, ending, and average scores.  
The researcher feels that Student N’s data from Table 5 is an outlier and should not be 
considered when interpreting Table 5 data. 
Table 6 
 
Average Weekly Score Comparison 
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 Students That Had a Higher Average 
Weekly Score  
Percentage of Students That Had a 
Higher Average Weekly Score 
NW Higher 11 Students 65% 
CVC Higher  6 Students 35% 
 
The researcher found the average scores by adding each students’ test scores and dividing by the 
number of tests.  Average individual scores can be found in Table 2.  Table 6 shows that 65% of 
students had a higher score on NW words, and only 35% of students had a higher score on CVC 
words.  This data shows that students performed better on the NW assessment. 
Table 7 
 












Score at the 








 NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW NW 
 1/4 1/8 5/20 5/21     Winter Spring 
A - Boy 1 12 12 17 12 5 0 13 13 17 19 
D - Boy 2 6 11 21 19 15 8 15 17 15 18 
F - Boy 3 1 0 4 5 3 5 1 1 2 10 
H - Boy 4 6 1 7 12 1 11 7 8 10 12 
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J - Boy 5 2 4 9 9 7 5 4 6 7 11 
L - Boy 6 3 7 10 11 7 4 8 9 13 13 
N - Boy 7 20 13 17 13 -3 0 17 13 19 19 
O - Boy 8 2 5 4 14 2 9 5 7 13 12 
P - Boy 9 5 5 12 9 7 4 10 8 15 15 
Average 6 6 11 12 5 5 9 9 12 14 
 
 
Table 7 looks at the kindergarten boys.  The table does not show a significant difference in the 
NW and CVC word scores.  The average research scores are the same or within one point for 
NW and CVC words.  The researcher does not see a significant difference in the boys’ scores to 
be able to determine if one assessment is better than the other.  
Table 8 
 












Score at the 








 NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW NW 
 1/4 1/8 5/20 5/21     Winter Spring 
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C - Girl 2 7 11 16 12 9 1 12 11 8 12 
E - Girl 3 12 19 17 26 5 7 16 17 20 22 
G - Girl 4 20 19 20 19 0 0 24 21 28 28 
I - Girl 5 5 6 17 16 12 10 11 12 12 18 
K - Girl 6 14 12 15 13 1 1 14 14 12 16 
M - Girl 7 4 6 14 12 10 6 9 10 7 12 
Q - Girl 8 2 1 8 6 6 5 3 3 2 4 
Average 8 10 14 14 6 4 12 12 12 15 
 
Table 8 does not show a significant difference in students’ beginning test scores for NW or CVC 
words.  The ending average test scores are the same.  The average increase is only two points 
higher for NW, which is not a significant difference.  The average score for data collected 
throughout the research is the same for NW and CVC words.  The girls did show a more 
significant increase in their NW scores.  When averaging the scores throughout the research, 
there is no difference in scores. 
Table 9 
 
Kindergarten Students That Attended Transitional Kindergarten in 2017 - 2018  
 












Score at the 









NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW NW 
 
1/4 1/8 5/20 5/21     Winter Spring 
A - Boy 1 
12 12 17 12 5 0 13 13 17 19 
B - Girl 1 
1 4 7 5 6 1 4 4 6 8 
D - Boy 2 
6 11 21 19 15 8 15 17 15 18 
K - Girl 6 
14 12 15 13 1 1 14 14 12 16 
L - Boy 6 
3 7 10 11 7 4 8 9 13 13 
Average 
7 9 14 12 7 3 11 11 13 15 
 
The students who attended transitional kindergarten during the 2017-2018 school year began 
with a higher CVC word score, but they ended with a higher NW score.  Both times the score 
was only a difference of two.  When the scores throughout the research were averaged, there was 
no difference in NW and CVC word scores.   
Table 10 
Students on IEPs 
 












Score at the 









NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW NW 
 
1/4 1/8 5/20 5/21     Winter Spring 
B - Girl 1 
1 4 7 5 6 1 4 4 6 8 
D - Boy 2 
6 11 21 19 15 8 15 17 15 18 
F - Boy 3 
1 0 4 5 3 5 1 1 2 10 
Q - Girl 8 
2 1 8 6 6 5 3 3 2 4 
Average 
3 4 10 9 8 5 6 6 6 10 
 
Students on IEPs had a better beginning average score on CVC words.  Their ending average 
score was higher for NW.  There was a more significant increase in the NW scores.  The average 
for all data collected was the same. 
Table 11 
 












Score at the 
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NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW CVC NW NW 
 
1/4 1/8 5/20 5/21     Winter Spring 
F - Boy 3 
1 0 4 5 3 5 1 1 2 10 
J - Boy 5 
2 4 9 9 7 5 4 6 7 11 
Q - Girl 8 
2 1 8 6 6 5 3 3 2 4 
Average 
2 2 7 7 5 5 3 3 4 8 
 
The average scores for beginning, ending, increase, and research averages were all the same for 
NW and CVC words.  There is no evidence that these students scored better on one test over the 
other. 
Qualitative Data.  The researcher had one student comment, “I cannot do this.  I cannot 
read.”  The student had the mindset of not doing well from the start.  This mindset may or may 
not have influenced this student’s data.  The researcher questions how many other students this 
same mindset had but did not vocalize it.  The researcher tried to make sure all students 
understood that they did not have to read the word.  Students needed to understand that just 
giving the letter sound for each letter would still be considered “reading the word.”  
 The researcher noticed that some students would give each sound individually and then 
try to blend the sounds.  The problem with this was that often when a student tried to say the 
sounds like a word, he or she would say the word incorrectly.  The researcher had to decide on 
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whether or not to count the word correct or incorrect.  The researcher decided to give the student 
credit because he or she did give each sound correctly at first.  Another problem with this method 
is that the child spent too much time on each word. 
 The research revealed that kindergarten students struggled with vowel sounds.  The 
students especially had a hard time with the vowel sounds /i/ and /e/.  The researcher also noticed 
that there was a reversal of the letter sounds for /y/ and /w/ and /d/ and /b/.  The last qualitative 
piece of data that the researcher noted was the ability of kindergarten students to sit still and 
focus.  The kindergarten students were very distracted.  Any sound or movement would divert 
students’ attention from the test.  There were times that students did not even need a sound or 
movement for them to stop giving letter sounds.  The test may have been for only one minute, 
but that is still a long time for a kindergarten student to stay focused on an assessment.  The 
researcher also questioned the students’ motivation to do well on the test. 
 
Discussion 
Summary of Major Findings 
 The research shows that using NW as part of the instruction is valuable in helping 
students develop decoding skills.  Students learn that they may not know every word in a text.  
Students need the confidence to decode words and not just guess what the word might be, change 
the word to a known word, or rely on picture clues.  The research also states that the NW test 
gives teachers a true evaluation of a student’s decoding skills.  Teachers can analyze the NW 
assessment results in order to drive instruction. 
 The data collected from the action research was inconclusive.  There was not enough of a 
variance in the average scores or in the percentages.  Furthermore, the students did not 
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consistently perform better on one test.  There were numerous times that the NW and CVC word 
scores were the same.  The breakdown into demographics did not yield any evidence that 
students would consistently perform better on NW or CVC words. 
 It is the researcher’s conclusion that it would not matter if kindergarten students took the 
NW or the CVC word fluency assessment.  Furthermore, it is the researcher's opinion that many 
CVC words do not carry any meaning for the students.  Examples of CVC words that a 
kindergartener may not know the meaning of are pod, tax, lag, lop, rim, gut, nit, and fad.  If these 
words carry no meaning, they are, therefore, nonsense words to the student.  During testing, the 
researcher observed most kindergarten students saying each sound separately and not as a word.  
This being the case, it would not matter if the kindergarten students were given the sounds of 
NW or CVC words because most are not blending the sounds into a word. 
Limitations of the Study 
 The researcher found several limitations to the research.  The research only looked at one 
kindergarten class for ten weeks.  The trend may be different when looking at data collected 
from a more significant number of classrooms and over a more extended period.  Another 
limitation was the experimental group size.  There were only seventeen students in the 
experimental group.   The current research gave the researcher quality data to evaluate, but 
perhaps the data would look different when comparing a more significant number of students.  
The research only focused on one grade level.  Kindergarten students are learning the alphabetic 
principle, phonemic awareness, and the decoding process.  The lack of skills limits their ability 
to decode words fluently.  The researcher did not have any data on first-grade students who have 
the skills of the alphabetic principle, phonemic awareness, and decoding.  First-grade data may 
have yielded confirming or varied data.  The last limitation is that the researcher was not the 
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students’ regular classroom teacher.  If the regular classroom teacher had done the weekly 
testing, the teacher could have used the weekly data to drive the following week’s instruction.  
Teachers using weekly testing as a formative assessment could have had a profound impact on 
the data. 
Further Study  
The researcher came up with new questions after reflecting on the action research.  The 
researcher would like to follow the kindergarten and first-grade classes throughout an entire year.  
The researcher would chart the students’ progress through FAST in the area of NWF.  The 
researcher could also use two different kindergarten classrooms for research comparison.  One 
classroom teacher would use nonsense words during classroom instruction, and the other teacher 
would not use any nonsense words during instruction.  The FAST data gained from these two 
classrooms would be compared.  Lastly, the researcher would like to explore the effect of 
classroom teachers administering FAST and using the data to drive their instruction.  This 
additional research would be beneficial for students and teachers.   
Conclusion 
 The researcher wanted to determine if students would score better if decodable words 
were used instead of nonsense words.  The quantitative and qualitative data collected during 
research was not conclusive.  The qualitative data revealed that teachers could use either NW or 
CVC words as a means of formative assessment.  The researcher documented that students made 
the same errors on both assessments.  The information gathered from either assessment could 
help teachers determine what skills needed to be taught or retaught.   
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The researcher has two opinions about why there was no significant difference in the 
kindergarteners' scores.  The first reason is that many kindergarten students would give one 
sound at a time.  They would not blend the sounds into words.  When students are just giving the 
sounds it doesn't matter if the word is real or nonsense.  The second reason for no significant 
difference is a kindergartener's vocabulary.  Many of the CVC words would have no meaning to 
kindergarten students because of their limited vocabulary at this developmental stage.  Therefore, 
the words would be nonsense to them.  Some examples of these types of words would be:  pod, 
rim, nit, fad, and lop. 
There is substantial research available about the importance and value of using nonsense 
words as part of instruction and as an assessment.  NW should not be a major part of instruction.  
Teachers need to help young readers realize that words do have meaning.  Educators can help 
young readers make that connection through the use of decodable words.  NW use during 
instruction will help students build the confidence to decode words that are not in their 
vocabulary. 
The purpose of this action research project was to determine if East Union should use 
nonsense words or decodable words when testing students' fluency and decoding skills.  The 
researcher will recommend that East Union continues to use nonsense words during these 
assessments.  The reason for this recommendation is the evidence, in the research, that show the 
value and importance of nonsense words.  The researcher will also share these findings during 
grade level collaboration in order to help the East Union staff understand the benefits of 
nonsense words.  The findings will also be shared with parents, school board, and administration.  
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Appendix D         




 Two years ago, I decided to go back to school and get my Master’s Degree in Early Childhood Education.  
I have been taking classes online through Northwestern College in Orange City, Iowa.  The end of my Master’s 
classes is in sight. I am starting to think about what research I want to implement as a final project.  I have decided, 
at this point, to research nonsense words versus real words.  I will be comparing students’ growth in these two areas 
to determine which one shows more growth.  I plan is to use Mrs. Ramsey’s class as my experimental group.  I will 
be meeting with students once a week.  The students will be given one minute to read as many cvc words 
(consonant/vowel/consonant) as they can.  The next week the students will be given one minute to read as many 
nonsense cvc words (pog, nep, dut) as they can.  I will continue to assess students weekly rotating between the two 
assessments.  I plan to begin collecting data right after Spring Break and continue until the end of the school year.  
Your child's identity will be kept anonymous; only the assessment data will be documented for the project. 
 
  Please let me know if your child can participate in this research, and if I may use their data in presenting 
the results.  This research will help East Union staff and the district better understand why the state requires an 
assessment that uses nonsense words as an evaluation tool.   I would be happy to share my finished Capstone project 
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_________________________________________________  has my permission to participate in Mrs. 
Stover’s action research project. 
 
 
________________________________________________  does not have my permission to 
participate in Mrs. Stover’s action research project. 
 
 




____________________________________________             __________________________ 
                  Parent’s Signature       Date   
 
 
 
